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Challenging the myths of the low income earner with a Digital Mobile Program:   
Reduce Your Juice1 
 
Abstract 
It is often assumed that low income earners accept their diminished lifestyles and 
have lower aspirations to own or purchase goods and services which are seen as 
luxury or nonessential. It is also assumed that low income earners should not be 
targeted by social marketers using digital technology due to the digital divide 
whereby digital literacy and access reduces with income.  In an age where digital 
approaches provide the opportunity to reach large markets in a personalized manner, 
the need to discover ways to use digital for low income earners is important.  This 
study reports the findings of a quasi-field experiment of 1241 low income Households 
in Australia as part of a digital social marketing program to reduce electricity 
consumption.  The findings bust the myths about reduced material possessions and 
digital access by low income earners and provide rigorous evidence that a digital 
social marketing program can be effective for generating behaviour change and 
impact.  
 
Introduction 
 
Social marketers and other social cause disciplines have often targeted hard to reach 
or vulnerable groups (Gordon, McDermott, Stead, & Angus, 2006) such as young 
adults and low income earners. Past research has shown that low income groups are 
often at risk, particularly in regards to poor health outcomes and diminished lifestyles 
(Hampson, Martin, Jorgensen, & Barker, 2009; Scott & Higgins, 2012). It is often 
assumed that low income earners accept these risks and diminished lifestyles and 
have lower aspirations to own or purchase goods and services which are seen as 
luxury or nonessential (Ahuvia & Friedman, 1998). Today however, where loans and 
credit is readily available to disadvantage groups, low income groups now have the 
potential to purchase goods and services which otherwise would not normally be 
available to them. This is profound in the area of energy appliances and energy 
consumption where advancements in technology have made items such as large 
plasma TV’s and multiple fridges available to not just high to middle income earners 
but also low income groups. As a result, lower income groups are consuming more 
energy as they compare themselves to higher income groups and this challenges the 
myth that low income groups purchase/use less products and services (Sharma & 
Alter, 2012) including energy (Brandon & Lewis, 1999). 
 
A second myth that this research investigates is the assumption that low income 
earners are low in digital literacy and lack access to digital devices.  The notion that 
low-income earners may not have suitable access to the internet, means to afford 
digital technology and lack digital ability present hurdles for social marketers 
considering the use of digital technology for the target market of low income earners. 
Prior research has identified the digital divide whereby consumers from low 
socioeconomic or disadvantaged backgrounds are less likely to own smartphones, 
have access to the internet or devices (Newman, Biedrzycki, & Baum 2010).  
According to the Australian digital inclusion index (Barraket, Ewing, Macdonald, 
Mundell, & Tucker 2016), this digital divide is narrowing however there remains 
evidence that that digital inclusion increases with income.  There is however, 
conflicting evidence that demonstrates not all low-income earners are digitally 
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disadvantages; Choi and DiNitto (2013) discovered “the unexpectedly engaged” 
segment who used technology despite their social disadvantage and in Australia nine 
out of 10 people own a smartphone (Lancaster 2016).  Of recent interest is the 
successful use of smartphone apps to help the homeless; a group that many would not 
expect to own smartphones. In Australia the Ask Izzy mobile website was based on 
the evidence that 80% of homeless people own a smartphone (https://askizzy.org.au/) 
and in the USA, two doctors develop the Homeless Connector app (Tucker 2012).  
 
Numerous policies and programs have attempted to address barriers to energy 
efficient behaviour in low-income people (NCOSS, 2010). Low-income earners are a 
key vulnerable group in society with often limited resources leading to diminished 
lifestyles in health and well-being (Hampson, et al 2009) and large energy bills can 
often contribute further to their burden. However while the assumptions of low 
material possessions and the digital divide remain unchallenged, it is unlikely that 
digital technologies will be used by social marketers for low-income target markets.  
The purpose of this research is to present evidence that digital technology can be 
effective for a social marketing program that is aimed at low income earners. This 
study uses the context of electricity consumption and the social marketing program of 
XYZ1.  
 
Aspiration Theory 
Aspiration level theory has shown to be important to understanding decision making 
regarding subjectively established goals or levels of achievement (Heath, Larrick, & 
Wu, 1999). Research on aspiration often examines the extent to which households 
consider consumption of different goods and services to be necessary (Lopes, 1987). 
Rucker and Galinsky (2008) and Ordabayeva and Chandon (2011) who found that 
low income earners are more inclined to pay more for status confirming possessions 
(Ordabayeva & Chandon, 2011). Despite the relevance and importance of 
understanding low income earners for social marketing interventions, there are few 
attempts that use aspiration level theory to explain their behaviour, particularly in 
energy usage. Therefore, the current study uses aspiration theory as an explanatory 
theory for low income earners ownership of nonessential and multiple electrical and 
digital appliances. The literature suggests that there is important need to examine low 
income earners and their motivation to purchase goods and services, particularly now 
as they aspire to use this to reflect status based upon higher income groups 
(Ordabayeva & Chandon, 2011). Consequently, low income earners are purchasing 
more goods such as electrical appliances to reflect their aspired status, leading to 
increased or higher levels of energy consumption. This contradicts past research 
findings which suggest that low income houses are more likely to use low amounts of 
energy (Brandon & Lewis, 1999; Kasulis, Huettner, & Dikeman, 1981; Vassileva & 
Campillo, 2014). Despite the phenomena of low-income earners purchasing 
nonessential and multiple electrical appliances which increases their energy usage, 
social marketing research has yet to provide evidence to bust the myth of the 
dispossessed low income earner.  
 
 Method 
Data was collected for this study from a social marketing campaign, XYZ, which used 
a quasi-experimental design. The program targeted low-income earners aged 18-35 
                                                 
1 Name of program anonymised to facilitate blind review 
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years old in an Australian metropolitan city who rent their house or dwelling and 
whose lives were not in crisis. The program used a digital approach whereby mobile 
games, SMS and social media was used to facilitate the target market to save energy 
and reduce their electricity bills. The intervention group participated in the program 
while two comparison groups did not participate and were sourced via an online panel 
(the first comparison group received no intervention and the second group received 
only access to the games and not the program). Of the 1001 households that 
participated in the program, 601 completed the pre and post program self-report 
surveys six weeks apart,  360 consumers completed comparison group surveys six 
weeks apart during the same time period as the program and 280 consumers played 
the game but did not participate in the program yielding a total sample of 1241 low 
income households. Data came from three different sources at multiple points in time 
and was triangulated; self-report, electricity bills and kilowatts used. Measures were 
sourced from validated scales for the self-report survey and matched with actual bill 
data and electricity data from the local energy network. The data was analysed using 
paired samples t-tests and independent sample t-tests.  
 
Results  
 
The data indicated that that the low income sample had a similar digital profile to the 
local population (see Appendix A) and owned similar levels of appliances to the 
population.  Of the participant sample, 86% believed internet access at home was a 
necessity.  Program participants reported significant change in the anticipated 
direction for all the variables investigated in this study (see Tables 1 and 2) while no 
significant differences were reported by either comparison group. Program 
participants reported significant changes in psychological variables in the expected 
direction as well as an average reduction in their quarterly energy bill of $54.82 
(10.94% change from $500.81) and a 12.3% improvement in their kilowatt usage 
(year on year comparison).  This provides evidence that digital social marketing 
programs can be effective for low income markets.  The digital program was more 
engaging than the game on its own with high response rates between the pre and post 
data collection for program participants (see Table 3).  
 
Table 1 Change in attitudes and behaviours:  participant v control groups 
 
 Program Participants Comparison Group  
Construct  Before  
M  
After  
M 
Sig. Before  
M 
After  
M 
Sig. Hypotheses 
support 
Negative Energy 
Attitudes 
2.02  1.53  .000*** 2.30  2.29  .325  Supported 
Behavioural Intentions  4.05  4.68  .000***  3.93 3.98  .093  Supported 
Bill  Control  3.77 3.40  .016* 3.80  3.8  .411 Supported 
Willingness to give 
up Comfort 
3.13  3.57  .000*** 2.77  2.86  .066 Supported 
Self-Efficacy 3.36  3.71  .000*** 3.84  3.91  .176 Supported 
Price Concern 3.70  3.96  .000*** 3.71  3.81 .152 Supported 
Energy behaviours (see appendix for full list) 
Bill Amount* $500.81  $445.99 .000*** $419.44 $394.81 .077 Supported 
Electricity KWH 
2014♦ 
1564.98 1726.71 .006**    Supported 
Electricity KWH 
2015 
1685.38 1651.77 .468     
*Quarterly electricity bill 
 5
♦ Year prior to program, same time period as data collected in 2015 
 
Table 2 Comparison of outcomes: participant and control groups 
 
 Program 
Participants 
Control 
Group 
Game Control group 
Construct  Sig.  Sig.  Before After %Δ Sig. 
Negative Energy Attitudes .000*** .325      
Behavioural Intentions  .000*** .093      
Bill  Control  .016* .411 3.69 3.82 3.63% 0.103 
Willingness to give up 
Comfort 
.000*** .066 3.19 3.04 -4.66% 0.018* 
Self-Efficacy .000*** .176 3.64 3.52 -3.50% 0.016* 
Price Concern .000*** .152 2.74 2.66 -2.74% 0.295 
Energy behaviours (see appendix for full list) 
Bill Amount* .000*** .077 $443.43 $482.20 8.74% 0.068 
Electricity KWH 2014♦ .006**      
Electricity KWH 2015 .468      
 
 
Table 3. Response Rates and Drop-off Rates 
Program  
Participants 
Control 
Group
Game Control group 
Before After %Δ Before After %Δ Before After %Δ 
753 596 -20.8% 688 352 -48.8% 806 289 -64.1 
         
 
 
Discussion  
The first theoretical contribution of this paper is the busting of two myths about low 
income earners.  The high ownership of electrical devices in the home including 
multiple consoles and fridges confirms that the low income earners in this sample 
were materially well-endowed. In Australia, the majority of Australians consider 
themselves to be middle class with often the lower class or upper class not realising 
their actual position in society (Carleton, 2014). This misconception of lower class 
Australians identifying as middle class can often lead to consumption behaviours, 
which are not financially sustainable for this group. Past research has shown that 
lower class consumers engage in conspicuous consumption to avoid the stigma of 
their class (Hamilton, 2012). As Hamilton and Catterall (2005) point out there is 
much research as a number of commonly held beliefs about lower class require 
challenging. Despite the findings of this research, there is a caveat.  This sample does 
not represent all low income earners in Australia.  The inclusion criteria for the 
program was stable and not in crisis.  It is very likely that a low income earner whose 
life is unstable, under threat or lives in a transitory manner would have a very 
different profile.  More research is needed on other low income segments to identify 
the digital literacy and access abilities.  
 
The digital literacy of the sample is moderate to high as indicated by the smartphone 
and console ownership, importance of internet access at home and game skill 
proficiency. Results from this program challenge traditional perceptions of the low 
income households including their access to and use of technology and the role it 
plays within their lives. Mobile technology in particular provides enormous 
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opportunity to access this traditionally difficult to reach group. This has implications 
for how people access social services today and into the future. 
 
The findings provide a second theoretical contribution; that a digital intervention is 
not only appropriate for a low income target market but can also result in behaviour 
change leading to impact on electricity use levels. This program achieved a 12.3% 
improvement in kilowatt usage which is three times more than any prior energy 
efficiency digital intervention has achieved globally (Grossberg, Wolfson, Mazur-
Stommen, Farley  & Nadel 2015).  These results present an opportunity for further 
research to investigate if digital approaches and technology can be used by social 
marketers to reach other vulnerable groups in society as well as challenge past 
assumptions and stigmas associated with low income-earners (Hamilton, 2012).  
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Appendix A Ownership of Devices 
 
Appliance/Device Sample Brisbane 
Own a gaming console  72.5% 76%  
Own at least one laptop 81.5% 76% 
Own at least one tablet in their household 73% 48% 
Own a desktop computer in their household 34.7% 63% 
two or more smartphones in household 71.9%  
one freezer in their household 96.8% 95% 
two fridges 20.8% 33% 
one washing machine in the household 96.2% 97% 
one clothes dryer in their household 54.4% 57% 
split system air con 37.5% 73% 
cooling systems in their household 60.4% 73% 
Comparisons based upon reports by:  Colmar Brunton & Energex. (2013) Queensland Household 
Energy Survey. Retrieved from:  
https://www.energex.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/205373/2013-QHES-Insights-Report.pdf 
 
Use of Electricity 
Electricity Bill per quarter Participant Sample QTR Queensland Average QTR 
 Before After  
Per household $500.81 $455.99 $399.50 
Per capita $143.26 $77.62 $137.75 (avg 2.9 people) 
Source: http://www.brisbanetimes.com.au/queensland/electricity-bills-set-to-rise-about-200-a-year-
20140530-zrjlc.html 
 
Digital Literacy 
Appliance/Device Participant Sample
very skilled with using smartphones. 71.2% 
some level of perceived gaming skills 76.8% 
average skill levels 45% 
skilled or very skilled. 31.8% 
Gameplay sessions 158 minutes over the 
program 
1.7 minutes per session 
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Appendix B – Energy Behaviour Changes 
 
 Program Participants Control Group 
Variable Before  
% of 
Yes  
After  
% of Yes 
Sig. 
 
Before  
  
After  
  
Sig. 
 
HABIT1: Usually use a 
fan rather than the air con 
to cool the house 
82.55% 96.34% 0.000*
** 
82.70% 84.20
% 
0.522 
HABIT2: Usually use cold 
water to do the laundry 
87.39% 96.20% 0.000*
** 
84.70% 89.60
% 
0.011* 
HABIT3: Usually switch 
off lights in unused rooms 
86.87% 96.67% 0.000*
** 
93.90% 96.20
% 
0.134 
HABIT4: Use the clothes 
line rather than the clothes 
dryer to dry washing 
78.22% 91.94% 0.000*
** 
88.70% 88.40
% 
1.00 
HABIT5: Close curtains or 
blinds to keep the house 
cool in summer 
73.19% 90.48% 0.000*
** 
84.60% 85.80
% 
0.678 
HABIT6: Switch off 
appliances to avoid 
standby power 
consumption 
48.92% 80.32% 0.000*
** 
68.70% 64.50
% 
0.087 
HABIT7: Set the air 
conditioner temperature to 
24 degrees in summer 
64.57% 90.58% 0.000*
** 
61.50% 69.60
% 
0.007*** 
HABIT8: Wait until there's 
a full load before doing the 
washing 
85.71% 95.99% 0.000*
** 
86.60% 88.10
% 
0.522 
HABIT9: Close windows 
and doors when using the 
air conditioning 
91.63% 98.01% 0.000*
** 
94.60% 94.60
% 
1.00 
 
 
 
